The 
Introduction
The Yogic literature describes the existence of several mystic perceptual experiences in deeper states of meditation. It is suggested here that the scientific community has refrained from studying these experiences for the following two possible reasons:
(1) Some of these states -such as out-of-body experiences, having visions of other worlds, altered sense of identity, and so forth -are too strange and inexplicable to believe. In that it is difficult to believe in the existence of these experiences, they are generally considered too implausible for scientific exploration.
(2) We lack adequate sophistication for validating such states. Scientists are thus more inclined to explore those states which are more amenable to objectification and, hence, validation. The issue of validation, however, is to be acknowledged as equally applicable to conditions of existence and those of non-existence of such states.
One of these mystic experiences is perception of a sort of luminance, popularly referred to as "inner light perception", in meditative states. In spite of the apparent incomprehensibility and intangibility of this particular perceptual experience, one is compelled to take a closer look at it in light of the following facts:
(1) The state of "inner light perception" has been mentioned globally. This unusual experience has been documented in almost all Yogic texts as well as in cross-cultural religious texts (James, 1902 (James, /2008 .
(2) Several cults, Yogic literature and philosophers as well have often equated inner light perception with godly and supernatural events (Russell, 1999a (Russell, , 1999b . At times, persons having these perceptual experiences become so preoccupied with the supernaturalism of God that they renounce their current life commitments and move on to isolated places to practise the meditation techniques, a concept popularly known as Vairagya in Indian texts (Sivananda, 1959 (Sivananda, /1998 . There are thousands of examples of such people renouncing their customary life activities in India alone (Prince, 1986; Sivananda, 1959 Sivananda, /1998 . Any phenomenon that has an impact of this scale warrants scientific exploration.
(3) Indirect evidence of the existence of this perceptual state 1 comes from a number of recent studies aimed at objectifying it for the purpose of validation and which, by means of electroencephalogram measures (Chang, Liu & Lo, 2005; Lo, Huang & Chang, 2003) , have provided some objective markers such as the blocking of alpha rhythm during the light perception.
(4) In spite of the advancements of visual sciences in light processing areas, our knowledge about the cortical processing of brightness and lightness is still incomplete. Developing a scientific stance towards these perceptual experiences can therefore add to the scientific body of knowledge in the broader context of light perception as a whole.
In view of all these factors, the authors are of the opinion that the essence of the state of inner light perception can be more closely studied by exploring the subjective aspects of this experience.
Inner Light Perception in Vihangam Yoga Practice
Vihangam Yoga is a meditation practice which is rapidly gaining popularity in India. Meditators in this mode often report drastic changes in themselves after practising it. Equally prevalent among them is the occurrence of mystical experiences like that of inner light perception. There were several reasons why we selected this meditation technique from among several others for study:
(1) We screened four different meditation sects in our city. We went to their meeting places (known as Satsanga) and enquired about meditators who perceived some sort of luminance during their meditation procedures. Among the four different sects, the maximum number of meditators reporting luminance perception was found in this particular sect (about 40%).
(2) Among all the screened sects, meditators of this particular type reported experiencing inner light perception for longer durations, even for a few hours at a stretch.
(3) Among these meditators, none had a history of substance abuse.
(4) Most of the meditators continued their routine involvement in their individual life activities. The majority consisted of engineers, technicians, health professionals, and so on. This was especially important, because it was pertinent to the study that the subjective accounts of the meditators would be minimally influenced by environmental factors such as pertain in the case of those who renounce their worldly activities and retreat to hermitages, which are especially prevalent in several Yogic forms in India.
(5) The meditators tended to give explanations for this experience which they called scientific. There were several Vihangam Yogis who, instead of equating this experience with God or supernatural powers, tried to give a logical meaning to this experience. Although the terminology was that of Yogic literature, their explanation tended to be deducible from their constructs. The details of these explanations are beyond the scope of this paper, but point towards a more logic-oriented approach towards such experiences.
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The present study was an attempt to assess the validity of such experiences. For this, we used an indirect approach. Instead of focusing on the answer to "How can it be proved that the phenomenon is inner light perception?", we chose to attempt to answer the question "What else can this phenomenon be?" In order to answer this question, we compiled a list of alternate possibilities to account for the experience of light perception and proceeded to ascertain the differences in the subjective experiences of the various states. For this purpose, we chose to conduct a qualitative study.
Subjects and Methods
For the purpose of exploring the subjective aspects of this unique perceptual state, we conducted an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) of the experience of Yogis practising a meditation technique called Vihangam Yoga (Prasad, 1998) . Participants were recruited from a meeting which they attend every Sunday, which is referred to by them as "Satsang". After informing them of our interest in conducting a scientific study, we screened 128 Vihangam Yogis, enquiring about their perception of light during their meditative procedures. We received positive responses from 41 of these meditators, who gave accounts of seeing some sort of luminance during their meditation. Of these, we recruited 12 meditators who were able to claim (i) to have seen the light for many hours at a stretch and (ii) that they could see the inner light every time they became involved in the meditation. Ten were men and two were women. By religion, ten were Hindus and two were Christians. All of them were residents of the same city, Ranchi. Most of the participants were married and were employed (N = 7). The remainder came from a hermitage or Ashram. They had given up their previous daily life activities and were living as sages, serving the Ashram. The participants ranged in age from 32 to 59 years (M = 43 years). The duration of their performance of meditative acts ranged from 5 to 14 years (M = 8.5 years). The daily time spent on meditation ranged from 2 to 6 hours (M = 4 hours).
Interpretative phenomenological analysis was the method used in this study. This method was considered ideal because of its ability to tap the essence of the subjective experience and to analyse these experiences through interpreting the story told by an individual in his own words. It is a unique type of qualitative study which is founded on the principles of critical realism (Bhaskar, 1978) and the social cognition paradigm (Fiske & Taylor, 1991) .
Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were the mode of data collection. Each interview started with the common open-ended probe question: "Can you describe your experiences associated with light perception during meditative procedures?" The Yogis were allowed to speak as much as they wanted at a stretch. Further statements/questions to them were prompted in two circumstances: (1) when the Yogis wanted some clarification regarding the questions asked (Chang, Liu & Lo, 2005) and (2) The occasional questions by the researchers were prompted by the need to cover all of the following areas identified for description: 
Analysis of Data
The analysis of the data was performed by means of the "idiographic approach", one of the two original approaches outlined by Smith (2007) . This method involves the detailed initial analysis of a single interview transcript prior to analyzing the others. During this initial stage, any issues and ideas emerging from the transcript and understood as important in relation to the aim of the study were recorded in the left-hand margin. The transcript was re-read a number of times, and existing ideas and concepts were allocated more abstract keywords that were recorded in the right-hand column and provided
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a synopsis of the text. Examination of the first interview provided a list of preliminary themes. Subsequently, the remaining eleven transcripts were examined keeping these themes in mind, with the researcher using the same procedure as in the case of the first interview to search for descriptions with meanings related to existing themes while also identifying novel emergent themes. Using this method, a list of themes for each interview was produced, together with transcript extracts that supported and illustrated them. The list of themes (and corresponding transcript extracts) for each interview was used to identify connecting themes and parallels between the interviews. Once preliminary themes across the interviews (common themes emerging from various interviews) had been established, several were grouped together based on their conceptual similarity, allowing master and subordinate themes to be identified. The transcript extracts that had been paired with the preliminary themes were re-read, and instances that supported the master and subordinate themes were assigned accordingly. Each transcript was then re-read to ensure that the final master and subordinate themes were characteristic of the original material.
Results: Master Themes
From the interviews, four master themes emerged:
[1] Uniqueness of the nature of light The details of all the master themes originating from the study are beyond the scope of this paper, the focus of which is more exclusively on an important aspect of the first theme identified above.
Uniqueness of the Nature of Light: What Subjectivity Can Reveal about Light Perception
An important part of the master theme "uniqueness of the nature of light" is described here. Further to identifying this theme, we proceeded to elaborate a sub-theme, articulated as "The light of consciousness is different from other subjective experiences of light perception".
To enter the subjective world of the participants' experiences, we used the question-answer approach.
Overall, two open-ended probe questions, as follows, Subsequently, we selected two different phenomena to substitute in the phrasing of specific questions about the differentiation of inner light perception from (a) imaginary pictures and (b) dreams. This method proved conducive both to accessing and to understanding the phenomenological differences between the experiences of inner light perception and similar others. After deriving a description of this differential of the inner light perception from the verbatim accounts of Yogis themselves, we next proceeded to ask them how they differentiated their experience of light perception from this experience. The interview was furthermore preceded by semistructured questions so that the subjective differences observed between these experiences could be explored in as much depth as possible. These questions were not pre-determined and were adapted according to the account given by each meditator, thus being different for every statement made by them.
Differential 1: Inner Light Perception versus Perception of Light Passing Through Eyelids
This differential was derived mostly from the spontaneous verbatim accounts of the Yogis. However, on a few occasions, it emerged in response to our question "Could it be anything else?", the replies referring to the Yogis' own earlier experiences of confusion in this regard:
• When you sit in a bright environment, your eyelids can shine a lot. If you start focusing on that shining, it can give you the false impression of perceiving some sort of luminance. This happened many times with me ... but when I saw the real inner light, it was completely different, because it is not seen by your eyes, but by your soul ... difficult to describe indeed.
• Actually, you can get confused many times. In the initial stages, people come to me describing their experiences. When I clarify further, I find that it is actually external light ... just that the
light passed through their eyelids ... a very small fraction of course and they meditated on that light vigorously. I know because I passed through this confusion many times.
• See, eyelids are transparent ... so that light can pass through. When you see it, it can confuse you ... you can become happy and even ecstatic that it is light of God ... happened with me, ha ha ... but one should always clarify it if one wants to proceed in spiritual life.
A vivid description of how the perception of external light passing through the eyelids differs from inner light perception emerged from the verbatim accounts of the meditators: Interviewer: Is it possible for me to see it?
Meditator: Of course it is possible. All you have to do is to follow the meditation technique of Vihangam Yoga.
Interviewer: Is it possible to have a vision of light without the meditation?
Meditator: Well, only if there is Guru's grace on you.
Interviewer: Why is it so necessary to do meditation for perceiving the inner light?
Meditator: Because now your vision is not at its full potential. With meditation, the potency of vision increases. When you focus on the point as the guru teaches you, your ability to concentrate on each and every thing increases. With practice, the ability increases to such an extent that you are able to perceive subtle things. That is when you get the ability to perceive inner light, which is the subtlest of all the lights that I know.
Interviewer: Does it mean that the ability to perceive external light also increases with meditation?
Meditator: Mmmmm ... Well ... yes, up to an extent. Actually, for perceiving external light, you don't need any more expertise. But still, with meditation, the vision does become clearer. Actually, because the meditation is something that cuts off your contact with the external world and takes you inside your own mind, it increases your ability to perceive the things that are inside you. Regarding the external things, I cannot be that sure.
Interviewer: It is a bit confusing for me. I mean concentrating on a point, how does it take you inside ... to the lights inside you, I mean?
The Indo-Pacific Journal of Phenomenology (IPJP) can be found at www.ipjp.org. Interviewer: Okay. But even if I meditate, how can I be so sure that it is the inner light and not the outer light, as many say that it is confusing in the initial stages?
Meditator: The fact is that, in spite of what everyone says, you will not be sure until you see the inner light after that. The best way is to keep meditating and not paying attention to lights.
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Along with the experience of the light perception, you will have many other experiences which will lead you to the conclusion that it is inner light.
Interviewer: So there are other experiences associated with it?
Meditator: Yes, there are. Many of them. They do not necessarily correlate with this lightperception experience, but some of them are exclusive to this experience.
Interviewer: Can you describe those experiences a bit?
Meditator: See, I am having difficulty in describing this experience which is so simple in itself. How can I describe these experiences which are much more complicated? It is not at all possible for me. Actually, the experiences are not like those we have in day to day life ... I mean, in a normal awake state, our consciousness is very constricted, so we have experiences of single events at a point of time. But in higher states of meditation, the consciousness expands, one can have multiple world experiences at a time, impossible events like out-of body experiences and so on ... I really cannot put them into words. Please excuse me for it.
Interviewer: Actually, I am more interested in experiences during inner light perception.
Meditator: Any of these experiences can occur with inner light perception, which is an indication that your consciousness is expanding. When this happens, you cannot remain the way you are now. Change in your perception ought to occur. Your ability to perceive also expands. And as a result, these experiences occur. But how this happens has to be experienced ... impossible to put in words. You are awake right now. But can you put all your experiences into words? It's not possible. There will surely remain subtle aspects which are not possible to put into words. Then how can one describe these experiences?
Interviewer: Okay. I understand. Thank you for your conversation with us.
Differential 2: Inner Light Perception versus Imagination
This differential did not emerge from the spontaneous reports of Yogis, but was added to the clarification list by the researchers. The following are examples of the excerpts which provide a vivid description of the differences between the experience of inner light perception and imagination. These statements were subsequently questioned in a semi-structured format. 
Interviewer: Is there any other difference between the imagined light and the inner light?
Meditator: Well, I can only see these differences. Maybe you could get other differences from other experts.
Interviewer: Thank you very much for your cooperation.
Excerpt 2.2
Meditator: No no, imagination ... well, you see, you are a psychiatrist, so must be thinking that the light perception is actually our imaginations. Sadly, I cannot prove that it is not so. But, believe me, there is a difference of earth and sky in both.
Interviewer: It would be great if you could point out some differences at your subjective experience level. Interviewer: Can you point out any other differences?
Meditator: I have given my best shot in this analysis. Please, I cannot think anything more. I suggest you start meditation, because you seem so interested in it. Then you will find out for yourself.
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Meditator: Ha ha ... you are a good motivator. But I am sorry, I am feeling a sense of frustration. I really cannot describe this experience. I thought that I can describe it easily, but now that you are comparing it with imagination, it is really difficult for me.
Interviewer: Okay. You already did tell many things. Kindly feel free to communicate if you think you can say something more.
Meditator: Okay, sure.
Differential 3: Inner Light Perception versus Dreaming
Again, this differential was generated by the researchers, with the aim of clarifying whether what the Yogis see is actually real or whether it could be that they are falling asleep and dreaming, especially in conditions when meditation of several hours was described. Interviewer: How do you describe consciousness in sleep and in inner light perception?
Meditator: As I told before, your awareness decreases. The level of consciousness comes down. Actually, consciousness remains, but it goes into a state of unawareness, something that we call "Tamovritti". In this condition, the consciousness goes into a dark tunnel known as "Hita Nadi". In that tunnel, it becomes completely cut off from external surroundings.
In addition, it also gets cut off from its own self . Meditator: What I can find is only these differences. There could be others, but right now I am not able to think of them.
Interviewer: Okay. Thank you for your cooperation.
Discussion
Functional neuro-imaging techniques like EEG, ERP, MRI and so forth are being used globally to study states of meditation. However, it has to be accepted that these modalities have limitations when it comes to studying subjective aspects of any state. For example, persons relaxed by music, meditation, relaxation techniques and so on will have a predominance of the alpha rhythm in their EEG recordings, but their subjective states will vary considerably. Similarly, a person analysing a problem, calculating, memorising, and so on, will have increased blood flow to the prefrontal cortex. But, again, the totality of subjective experiences will differ markedly. This difference can only be fully understood by conducting a qualitative study and interpreting the subjects' verbatim reports. Thus, the importance of exploring the subjective aspects of meditative states is self-evident.
There were two aims in this study: (1) To reveal the subjective aspects of the experience of inner light perception in meditation, and (2) to explore how the Yogis subjectively differentiate between the experiences of inner light perception and other experiences which could resemble this experience. Although this study aimed at investigating the above-
mentioned clarifications, in addition it gave birth to many issues which are pertinent to the study of consciousness as a whole. Earlier there have been attempts to correlate the consciousness problems with specific physical and spiritual practices of Yoga (Persson, 2007; Smith, 2007) . The results of the present study can be regarded as a step further towards this clarification. As is evident from the accounts of the Yogis in this study, inner light perception meant more to them than just as an experience of perceiving a luminance. In clarifying this, they tended to create a complete background for the importance of the experience. This background consisted of experiences of extreme joy associated with the perception and their explanations were in terms of consciousness and awareness.
Both of these issues, however, although interesting, are beyond the scope of the discussion here. The background of vivid descriptions nevertheless situates the accounts of inner light perception in the spiritual practice of Vihangam Yoga meditation. As mentioned in the introduction, Vihangam Yoga is a concentrative method of meditation in which the meditator sits in a particular relaxed posture and meditates on one point. As the meditation progresses, the ability to sustain focus on the point increases, so that the meditator can eventually keep staring at the point for hours at a stretch. Subsequently, the meditator progresses to being taught other meditation techniques, which are also focusing techniques but on different points. In the course of practice, s/he is thus taught higher levels of meditation when asked to meditate on other subtle points (Prasad, 1998) . In these higher stages of meditation, the meditator often reports mystical experiences as outlined in the above interviews. The reason behind these experiences cannot be fully accounted for on current scientific grounds. For this reason, we need more data on subjective experiences of mystic states, such as the findings of the present study.
This study contributes little to the issue of validation of such experiences, which would uncontroversially mean more objectification. However, this study provides a potent method for studying the controversial experiences of Yogis, which have been much discussed over the years.
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